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I will present some of the research I did on gender relations in Japan at the
turn of the millennium and compare it with more recent studies. From these
studies we get a sense of the inherent bias against women in certain areas of
Japanese society, particularly in the field of business. Changes are taking place
to rectify these biases, but more changes are needed, not only to improve Japan’s
economic situation in the future, but because it is the right thing to do.
When I came to Japan for the first time thirty-two years ago I was surprised
by the degree of male dominance in this society, but I thought, who am I to criti-
cize this ancient culture. I decided to follow the proverb, “When in Rome, do as
the Romans do.” But during that first visit to Japan and in the years following I
met many Japanese women who were not happy with the inequality in their
country and the discrimination they experienced. Just because Japan is an an-
cient culture does not mean it is off limits to criticism and change. If women are
being hurt by men, either physically by assault or emotionally by sexual harass-
ment, or feel they are rendered powerless in their relationship with men, either
in the home or in business, then should not these situations change?
First let us look at the situation in the home ten years ago. In The Japan
Times, June 8, 1999, the following editorial talked about abuse, the dark side of
male domination.
In Japan’s male dominated society, the police have long considered physical
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abuse by men against their wives or domestic partners to be a private mat-
ter in all but the most serious cases, such as those involving murder or in-
jury resulting in death. This has continued to be true despite mounting
evidence of the need for steps to protect women?and children?who are
subject to repeated domestic physical violence.
If the extent to which children are abused in their own homes here is one of
the nation’s best kept secrets, the prevailing attitude that men are somehow en-
titled to inflict violence on their spouses is another. . . Unlike many other indus-
trialized countries, Japan still lacks laws to adequately punish those who inflict
the abuse and to fully protect the women and children who are its victims1?.
The article sites a high profile case in 1999 when Japan’s counsel general in
Vancouver, Canada, was charged with punching his wife in the face. Although he
later pleaded guilty “he first described the incident as an example of ‘cultural
differences’ and tried to treat it as entirely a matter between a husband and his
wife. . .
That this problem is far from minor was clearly indicated ?in 1998? in a
Tokyo Metropolitan Survey, the first ever large scale survey of violence in
the home. Fully one-third of the Tokyo women responding reported being
physically abused by their spouses or partners at least once, while one-
fourth said they were subjected to such treatment regularly.
Proof of how much still needs to be done to assist such women lies in the
fact that only 15 percent of those who acknowledged being abused spoke to
anyone else about it, while nearly 40 percent kept silent about their experi-
ence?and almost as many chose not to respond to the question at all.
Japanese society is failing these women if the prolonged conspiracy of si-
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lence continues2?.
The article does site the entry of a growing number of women into the work
force as one reason more women are speaking up and moving out from the home
if necessary. “Women who have no means of supporting themselves, however,
often find it difficult to act in their own best interests, and experts say that hus-
bands who are habitual abusers are all too aware of that fact.”3?
In the year 2001 the government did pass a significant domestic violence law
aimed to improve the system that protects women from DV and in 2000 a child
abuse prevention law was passed, but both of these laws do not deal with the
issue of punishment of the perpetrator. Until this issue dealt with men will still
have the upper hand in the home.
The dominance of men in the home was institutionalized in 1868 during the
Meiji Era in Japan when the ancestral family, known as “ie,” was required to be
registered under one unit, namely the male head of the household.
The ie concept as the basis of the family system was further strengthened
by establishment of the Civil Code in 1868. Under the ie system, the eldest
male in a family line was vested with exclusive rights, including the right to
approve a marriage, decide the place of residence of married family mem-
bers, and manage and inherit the family property.
The Civil Code stipulated that a wife enters the ie of a husband by marriage
and bears the husband’s family name. Wives had no legal rights over family
matters, such as parental or property rights.
Marriage in the Meiji Era literally meant a union of two families, or more
precisely an absorption of a wife by a husband’s family, according to Mizuho
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Fukushima, a member of the House of Counselors and a lawyer specializing
in family laws. “Marriage was by no means a union of two individuals,” she
said4?.
Revision of the Civil Code does allow either the husband or wife to change
their family name to be married legally but in most cases it is the wife who
changes her name. According to the Population of Vital Statistics, as of 1998,
97.2 percent of married women changed their family name to their husband’s.
Mikyoko Nagatsu, a professor of family relations at Gunma University, said the
older generations still think “a daughter is sent out to the groom’s family, and a
son brings in the bride to his family.”5?
Kaori Shoji, who is a frequent writer for The Japan Times on the subjects of
language, culture and women’s issues, refers to the bias against women in the
Japanese language in the following 1998 article.
You want to know what’s depressing about being a Japanese female? It’s
the discrimination ingrained in the culture, particularly the language.
There’s no escaping it, even as women fly into space, get triple doctorates
in renal surgery or scale the Himalayas. Everywhere we turn it’s in print, in
the media; even an innocent letter from a friend might do it?trigger off a
chain of reminders that we are women and as such, a lowly and inferior
sex6?.
Ms. Shoji offers several examples of kanji characters that put down women,
noting that while these originated from the Chinese language, China has taken
many of these words out of circulation a long time ago. She says :
Of those words that incorporate woman ?onna??, many of them are insult-
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ing, demeaning and often downright false. There’s the word for jealousy
?shitto ??? which literally means Woman’s Disease, Shared Only by
Women. The word for weakling or wimp is memeshii ??????, written as
Woman and Woman ?double female?. The word for clamorous, kan, has
three women lumped together. An old saying has it that if you put three
women in a room together the only result is a lot of noise.
It gets worse. The word for adultery, kan’in, is “a clamorous women en-
gaged in obscene acts.” The word for rape, gokan, has the character for
strength combined with clamorous women again?the original meaning was
to deploy male strength in shutting a woman up7?.
The following words in Japanese categorize women. In her pubescence she is
called shoujo ???? written as Less of a Woman, but when she becomes mar-
riageable she becomes a musume ???, a Good Woman ?also meaning daughter?.
The word for virgin has the character for raw or fresh added to a Good Woman
as in kimusume ????. When she marries the Good Woman becomes the yome
???, the Woman in the House. She is also referred to as oku-san ?????,
whose “kanji means the darkest, farthest room from the front door and, there-
fore, the outside world.” A woman whose husband had died is a miboujin ??
???, A Person Not Yet Dead, whereas a husband whose wife has died is a
yamome “the word for widower which by definition is a man forced to do his own
household chores and is desperately in need of female attention. . . Language-
wise, a Japanese woman never comes into her own ?except perhaps, for the brief
period of childhood??she is either someone’s daughter, someone’s wife, some-
one’s mom, or someone who’s not dead yet.”8?
In the education system of Japan there has been traditionally a bias against
women. Women of the older generation were taught by their teachers to be like
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“‘the water that complies with its container’?that is, faithful to her country, du-
tiful to her parents and obedient to her husband.”9? Higher education was un-
thinkable. In a Japan Times 1999 article titled “Society Short of Leaps Made in
Women’s Education,” Michiko Kanzaki, 77, says, “People used to say that
women needed no education. They’d tell us that all we needed to know was
needlework.” It is true that in the Meiji Restoration, when the nation set its goal
of industrialization, the attendance rate for girls at schools improved dramati-
cally, but Kanzaki recalls, “the aim of educating girls was to teach them to be a
ryosai kenbo ?a good wife and a good mother?.”10?
When Japan adopted an American-style education system after World War
II, gender equality was enforced in all public schools. This removed almost
all institutional forms of discrimination against girls. . .
But that hasn’t brought fundamental equality. Chika Fukiwara, associate
professor at Musashino Women’s College points out that systematic dis-
crimination continued to persist in schools, such as the practice of calling
boys first when taking roll or advising female students to apply for junior
college rather than four-year universities. Such underlying discrimination
has caused girls to subconsciously limit themselves, to consider themselves
to be unequal to boys.
On top of that, those women who did graduate from university often faced
a serious blow upon entering the real world. According to a 1997 poll by
PHP Research Institute, 60 percent of female college students surveyed felt
that women did not have equal chances of recruitment as men even if they
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attended four-year universities11?.
In 1999 a group of job-seeking women and their supporters released an
“Employment Black Paper” that “contained numerous examples of blatant dis-
crimination in employment opportunities, even by leading corporations that pay
lip service to more enlightened policies. The report takes the bold step of nam-
ing companies that refused to allow women to apply for certain positions or told
them that places at company recruitment seminars were no longer available
when in fact men could still apply.”12? This was reported in a 1999 Japan Times
editorial titled “The Slow Road to Gender Equality.” The following is an example
of the situation for many women ten years ago seeking not only employment but
also advancement.
Mazda Motor Corp. announced plans to promote some 500 of its women
workers, but this step is as rare as it is welcome and may reflect the influ-
ence of the company’s U. S. partner more than any profound change of heart
in Japanese executive suites. Most large companies here separate their job
slots into two categories, fast-track career opportunities for those with an-
ticipated managerial abilities and non-career openings for all the rest. The
majority of working Japanese women are hired for the second category. The
Tokyo Metropolitan Government found ?in 1997? that while women made
up 39.9 percent of the work force in the capital region, they accounted for
only 14.1 percent of managerial posts13?.
A 1998 report by the Women Board of Directors International, a Washington
based nonprofit organization stated that female executives in Japan are “vastly
under represented.” Back then only 0.2 percent of corporate directors in Japan
were women, compared with 11.1 percent in the United States. Irene Natividad,
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copresident of the group said :
At most, the majority of Japanese companies give only one board seat to
women. . . Multinational automobile, electronics and computer companies,
which represent Japan’s primacy in the global market, are completely male
dominated while those that have opened up board seats for women tend to
be medium-size concerns. . . Companies with major international presence,
or name-brand companies, do not have women on their boards. . . Glass ceil-
ings for women in business have also created glass ceilings in board-
rooms. . . Japanese women are conspicuously absent from most areas of so-
ciety traditionally dominated by men. For example, they account for only 8
percent of Diet members14?.
In the May 18, 1998 Newsweek an article titled, “Moving Up In The World”,
reported on the number of women per 100 men by work sector in the following
countries.
In administration and managerial positions Japanese women were shown to be
the least represented, trailed closely by France, but far below the other countries
in the report.
A 1998 Japan Time’s article reviewing the work of political scientist Francis
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Canada 68 399 80 133 127
France 10 180 94 219 71
Japan 9 150 62 118 72
U. K. 49 318 181 195 78
U. S. 67 392 100 150 103
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Fukuyama stated that “Japanese women have entered the work force at about
the same rate as other advanced industrial societies.”15? A big difference
Fukuyama says is earnings. This is seen in the May 18, 1998 Newsweek report.
Women’s salaries in Japan as a percentage of men’s is second lowest only to
Russia in those countries listed in the report.
Wage laws permit discrimination against women ; when equality is sought,
enforcement efforts have been halfhearted. Women’s wages in Japan have
improved only marginally in the last two decades. And the Japanese govern-
ment’s claim that Japanese women earn nearly as much as a man is only half
true. The Association of Working Women in Trading Companies concedes
that a woman earns 80 percent of a male coworker’s salary at age 25, but the
ratio falls to 55 percent at 35 and 52 percent at 4516?.
In 1999 Japan enacted the Gender Equality Law which was suppose to help
eliminate gender bias in the work force. While defenders of the law said at the
time that we must be patient for the law to take effect, many women’s groups
and their male supporters criticized the law from the beginning.
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The reason, they say, should be obvious : Like the Equal Employment
Opportunity Law of 1986, the new legislation is woefully lacking in specific
compliance-enforcement measures. . .
Voluntary compliance with provisions of the gender equality laws now in
place cannot be expected at a time of continuing economic slowdown, except
by the most advanced corporations or those few with women already in sen-
ior positions. Nor does there seem much likelihood of any early strengthen-
ing of the laws to include provisions for penalties by the members of a con-
servative political establishment, many of whom see the increasing
presence of women in the workplace as a contributing factor to the declining
national birthrate and the growing number of women who are delaying mar-
riage or avoiding it altogether17?.
Some people in Japan see this situation as a serious dilemma but others see in
it a great opportunity for change. Add to this the ominous news that Japan’s
population is aging faster than any other country and one can see why Japanese
policy makers are at a quandary as to what to do. In a 1998 Japan Time’s article
titled, “Japan now Faces the Great Disruption,” author Brad Glosserman laid out
the problem.
By 2015, over 25 percent of the Japanese population will be over the age of
65, making it the “grayest” nation in the world ; by 2049, almost one person
in three will be 65 or older. Japan will need to get every possible individual
into the work force to help finance a strained welfare system. That means
creating an incentive structure for women that ends their status as second-
class citizens.
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But the impact of that shift may be hard to establish since the traditional
family in Japan is under assault from other forces, most notably a plummet-
ing birthrate. In 1999 it reached 1.34, down from 1.42 in 1995, although it
is expected to recover to 1.61 in 2025. Government officials have voiced
their concern over the prospect of a depopulated Japan, but efforts to raise
the birth rate will clash with the need to get more women into the work
force18?.
For the past ten years there have been people in policy making in Japan who
say that the government should be involved in the effort to increase the birth
rate in Japan. Even back in 1999 a Japan Time’s article titled, “Women Under
Pressure to Have Babies,” stated : “Promoting childbearing has now become a
national agenda. Politicians are talking everything from increasing childcare
benefits and making more nursery schools to ensuring treatment for infer-
tility.”19? Yuriko Ashino, who at the time was the deputy executive director of the
Family Planning Federation of Japan said “the government should rather do
something about workaholic men or review gender roles that impose heavy bur-
dens on women.”20?
In fact, in 1999 Japan’s Health and Welfare Ministry did demonstrate its con-
cern that Japanese fathers were not doing their fair share in raising their chil-
dren. Many people remember that the ministry printed 100,000 posters starring
Sam, the popular Japanese pop dancer married to singer, Namie Amuro, with a
call to the nation’s fathers to become more involved in child-rearing.
In the upper right corner ?of the poster? was the phrase : “You don’t call a
man who doesn’t care for his child a father.” It also noted that husbands
spent ?only? an average of 17 minutes a day taking care of their child-
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ren21?.
In 1999 a gender equality panel of the Prime Minister’s Office reported that
Japanese men in general did considerably less household chores and child care
compared with men in other industrialized countries. “It also noted that there
was little difference in the time spent on housework by men whose wives had
jobs and those whose spouses were full-time housewives.”22?
A report by the Life Design Institute, a think tank affiliated with Daiichi
Mutual Life Insurance Co., shows that about 60 percent of both working
women and housewives wish that men would participate in housework. . .
Kyoko Matagi, leader of the Kanagawa Network Movement, a political
citizens’ group, says she is hoping to see the imbalance in housework recti-
fied, saying it is a reflection of an unhealthy lopsidedness in lifestyles. Men
and women should be sharing the housework load. We need a society where
women can continue working and where men can stop slaving in the office
and play a responsible role in managing the home. . .
Yuji Amagasa, head of the research department at the Life Design Institute,
said the traditional view that house work is the female domain keeps men
from helping in the home. ‘People are still bound to a surprising extent by
stereotypes,’ he said23?.
In a 1997 Newsweek article titled, “Life Without Children,” Haruko Nishioka,
a 32 year old single Japanese woman said, “Many men are for gender equality in
principle but against it at home.” This is one reason, she says, she is reluctant
to have children24?.
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According to a June 1998 survey of about 7,000 people in the 1840 age group,
a high 40.8 percent of women without children saw the need to improve the sys-
tem of allowing work leaves for birth and child illness25?. Whereas some compa-
nies are allowing family leaves for women and men it is often not without a
personal price. The attitude in many companies is that men should not take ad-
vantage of family leaves similar to the long standing attitude that even though an
employee is granted vacation time they should forfeit it for the sake of the com-
pany. Men are still reported being criticized by their superiors for taking pater-
nity leave even though it is time off without pay. Ironically, this is a bias against
men participating in the needs of the family which in turn puts more strain on
women.
As the new millennium progressed the status of women in Japan did not pro-
gress much. A 2007 government white paper on gender equality still reported a
low level of advancement of Japanese women in politics, government and busi-
ness compared with other countries. It stated that Japan ranks 42nd among 75
countries on the Gender Empowerment Index ?GEI?, a measure of women’s
participation and decision making authority in political and economic activities.
Other interesting statistics point out that women in Japan occupy 10.1 percent of
managerial positions in business compared with America’s 42.5 percent and
Japanese women workers’ average wage, as a percentage of men’s, is 66.8 per-
cent, compared with America’s 81 percent. On the home front Japanese men
contributed to only 12.5 percent of total housework and child rearing hours com-
pared to 37 percent in the U. S26?.
Two years earlier, in 2005 the Cabinet Office released the results of its gen-
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der-roles survey where 3,500 adult men and women gave their opinions about
who should be in charge of the home and who should earn an income. The re-
sults seemed to indicate that Japanese society was becoming more accepting of
the idea that married women work outside the home, but The Japan Times re-
ported the following observation in an article titled, “Little Progress on Japanese
Gender.”
The survey may show that the idea of women working outside the home is
becoming more acceptable, but that doesn’t mean traditional gender roles
are breaking down. If the survey proves anything, it’s that most people
think that, in today’s economic climate, a family needs two incomes.
Working wives are a necessity, not a sign of social progress27?.
Tomoko Otake, a staff writer of The Japan Times compiled the following offi-
cial figures in 2006 to show the current state of gender bias in Japan.
44 The number of men ?per 10,000? who take paternity leave from work,
compared with the 7,300 women who take maternity leave.
46 How many minutes men aged 20 and older spend on housework per
weekday, compared with 4 hours 27 minutes spent by women aged 20
and older.
11.6 Percentage of female researchers
8 Percentage of female presidents at universities
20.3 Percentage of those who passed the 2005 exam to become “fast-track”
government officials who were women
10.8 Percentage of female Diet ?parliament? members
2.7 Percentage of women in bucho ?department manager? positions in
firms
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45.2 Percentage of the average full-time male worker’s hourly wage paid to
female part-timers.
51.6 Percentage of fathers with pre-school-age children who say they would
like to place equal priority on their jobs and parenting /housework28?
In a 2008 Japan Times article, Tomoko Otake refers to a 2007 study by the
Japan Association of National Universities which found that only 2.5 percent of
professorial posts in science departments across national universities were occu-
pied by women?with a mere 1.8 percent in agricultural departments and just 1.1
percent in engineering departments.
A 2005 report on education by the Organization for Economic Co-Operation
and Development ?OECD? said that, among 100,000 young employees, the
number of male university graduates in Japan with science degrees was
1,656, above the OECD average of 1,398, but the corresponding number for
women stood at a paltry 372?less than half of the OECE average of 858.
The report noted that many women lose interest in mathematics by age
1529?.
According to a 2005 government report on gender equality Japan should revise
its policies to improve the share of women in leadership posts in all sectors to at
least 30 percent by 2020 and remove all discrepancies between the sexes in all
levels of education by 2015. The report suggested the following changes that
need to be enacted :
More support is needed for women who want to reenter the workforce after
staying home to raise children, as well as promote an overhaul of the em-
ployment structure for both men and women to make careers and house-
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work compatible, such as introducing shorter work hours.
The panel proposed that the government take the lead by setting the goal to
hire women to about 30 percent of its elite-track posts in the civil service by
fiscal 2010, up from 19.6 percent in fiscal 2004, and to consider the introduc-
tion of shorter hours for civil servants as soon as possible.
It also proposed promoting employment of women in such fields as science
and technology research, while ensuring support for childcare as well as im-
proving medical services to respond to the different needs between the
sexes30?.
Has progress been made in gender equality? A Japan Times article last year
stated that even with the government’s endorsement of the goals mentioned
above, the percentage of women in leading posts in Japan remains low by inter-
national standards. And so under the previous administration of Prime Minister
Yasuo Fukuda the government adopted a program to accelerate women’s social
advancement, including urging business leaders to fill more managerial posts
with females.
The program aims to raise the percentage of female employees in the cen-
tral government ranked higher than section chief or equivalent to at least 5
percent by the end of fiscal 2010 from 1.7 percent in fiscal 200531?.
This same article reported on a recent government survey that shows married
women in their late 20s and early 30s with jobs is rising. However, it appears
that the recent increase in the number of women having babies at a later age is
affecting the ratio.
According to the survey by the Health, Labor and Welfare Ministry, 50.7
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percent of married women in their late 20s had jobs in 2007, up from 42.9
percent in 1997 and 38.9 percent in 1985, when the Equal Employment
Opportunity Law came into force.
The survey found that the ratio of married women in their early 30s with
jobs rose to 49.7 percent in 2007 after standing at 45.2 percent in 1997 and
45.7 percent in 1985.
An increasing number of women are having babies at a later age and this is
apparently behind the rise in the ratio of women with jobs in their late 20s
and early 30s, a ministry official said32?.
A more recent Gender Equality Measurement ?2007? than reported in the
Government’s 2007 white paper, ranked Japan in 54th place among 93 countries.
Surprisingly this is behind Vietnam, the Philippines and even the United Arab
Emirates.
The ranking is all the more striking since Japan promised long ago in 2000
to take measures to rectify this trend under the Basic Plan for Gender
Equality. But the situation has actually deteriorated over the past eight
years. Indeed, in 2003 Japan was ranked 43rd on the GEM scale, 11 spots
higher than it is today33?.
In conclusion, we can expect change in the area of gender equality in Japan to
occur at a snail’s pace. Even with the Gender Equality Law of 1999 and exten-
sive attention given to women’s rights in the media, there has not been a signifi-
cant change of attitude toward women in Japanese society. In 1999 an editorial
in the Yomiuri newspaper said, “There can be no doubt that Japan is still domi-
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nated by men.”34? That comment still holds true today.
The consensus in Japan seems to support the opinion that men dominate in
spite of the opinion of some men who say that the home in Japan is dominated
by women. I remind them that in many cases women may appear to dominate in
the home only because their spouses have been either unwilling or unable to be
an equal participant in their home life. But it is a fact that men still dominate in
the business and political world because they are unwilling to let women be equal
participants in these areas of civic life.
Gender equality should be a leading principle in most areas of human life, be-
cause it is morally right. Just because a society maintains male dominance be-
cause those in power positions approve of it does not make it right. Furthermore,
just because male dominance has a historical tradition and has the cloak of cul-
ture around it does not make it right. When women do not have the same rights
as men or the same job opportunities as men, male dominance needs to be ques-
tioned and changed. Likewise, when sexual harassment and assault negatively
effect women’s lives and male authorities do not adequately respond because
their attitudes have been shaped by male chauvinism then there needs to be
some serious changes in laws and attitudes.
People who claim that male dominance is morally right because it is part of
one’s culture and is accepted by the status quo are cultural relativists. Professor
Harry J. Gensler of John Carroll University in Cleveland points out in his book,
Ethics, that cultural relativism is not a very good approach to ethics. Cultural
relativism, he says, “represents a relatively low stage ?of moral development? in
which we simply conform to society. At more advanced stages, we reject cultural
relativism; we become critical of accepted norms and think for ourselves about
moral issue.”35?
Rev. Richard J. Stinson???
??? “The Slow Road to Sexual Equality : Can laws Change Society?” The Japan Times,
September 3, 1999.
Professor Gensler suggests that a more advanced stage of moral thinking
would be the Golden Rule, Do unto others as you would have them do unto you, or
in the Buddhist tradition, Don’t do to others what you don’t want them to do to you.
Using this principle I would suggest that men who believe that male dominance
in society is morally right put themselves in the position of women.
How would a man feel to be discriminated against by the very language spoken
and written in his society? How would a man feel to be considered a second
class citizen in higher education and job placement? How would he feel to be
sexually harassed in the work place? Then when it comes to job promotions to
managerial and CEO positions to look up and see a glass ceiling that reminds him
that he will never have the same opportunities as women to achieve his fullest
potential ? And then when he comes home after a hard day on the job to find his
wife who has also worked hard all day, just sitting on the couch watching the TV
?if she is at home at all?, how would this make him feel ? How would a man feel
to be expected every night to prepare dinner and clean up afterwards, make the
family bath, and care for the children, not to mention washing the dishes, doing
the laundry and cleaning the house before he goes to bed. I hope reflecting on
these questions might change the attitude of some men. It may just help them
realize that male dominance is wrong.
The goal is not for women to dominate men either, but for women to have
equal opportunities and equal power and equal compensation when it comes to
comparable positions at work. It is to recognize that raising a family and attend-
ing to domestic chores is a joint responsibility. It seems to me that the goal is
for men and women to relate to each other with humility and respect, acknowl-
edging that there are some differences between the sexes as is apparent biologi-
cally, but not to maintain differences that are no longer justifiable.
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